CHAPTER   VIII
THE  IMMORTAL  REAR-GUARD
Ax inhabitant of the Vladimir suburb on that same day
(October 18th) would have noted unusual stirrings among
Key's corps, which had barely returned from the parade
ground. For amid the shouts and clatter of military
preparation arms and supplies were being collected,
transports loaded, the gun-teams harnessed again as well
as possible; superfluous baggage and belongings were
burnt in heaps that sent a glow through the spreading
darkness, and by this unearthly reflection the regiments
began to assemble.
They knew what order had led to this sudden move.
Moscow, the prize of their pilgrimage, was to be aban-
doned. They had exhausted the possibilities of the
waste, and now only France was behind them. Inci-
dentally there were hostile forces to be encountered, and
the more vital threat of a Russian winter. But the Grand
Army, in spite of heavy losses, was still a modern tradition,
with the horrors of retreat and rout in no man's thought
of the future.
That night it will never be wholly dark in the street,
for fires appear in every direction. Ney's corps has
completed its loading, and stands to arms shortly after
midnight. Overhead it is starry with a crystalline
splendour that makes cold contrast to the ruddy flaming
of dump and wreckage. The colonels take position at
the head of their regiments, and the drummer's sticks
are poised for the rattle that leads them off as the frozen
hills to the eastward begin to brighten.
Each column, apart from its normal complement of
wagons, was intersected by strings of carriages, hand-
carts, and every type of vehicle found in Moscow. This
lent an incongruous air to the discipline which had fairly
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